TOWARD  THE   TREASURE                     153
steep ascent was impossible, and it took us two
hours and a half to force our way through but a few
hundred yards of the obstruction to our cave,
where, exhausted, we went into camp just as day-
light departed.
But our hopes for a warm shelter here were short-
lived, for the shallow cave exuded a dampness that
bit into one's bones. The drip, drip, drip of the
moisture falling from the roof continued without
ceasing.
By the next morning it was raining hard again,
but although old Q was a little more tractable, his
statements and descriptions became so confusing,
involved, and contradictory that they became a
menace. He had become a changed man. I tried
kindness and threats. I said I would send him back
if he did not help us now. Finally he gave in and,
setting out, we worked our way to a chain of three
lakes threaded together like huge beads upon a
slender string of river. Here we climbed up 1,200
feet to a narrow pass through which we entered a
magnificent valley. Open and pasture-like, and
covered with a growth of stiff grass, it was of
enormous size. On the east it was bounded by very
lofty mountains, barring easy progress in that direc-
tion, and on the west and south-west by the spurs
of the great range over which we had come. To-
wards the south it fell away gently, stretching far
into the distance until it was lost in an abrupt end
where it met the great forested area of the Oriente.